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e 3 conducted carefully according to a respectful moral code so that the animals
' will allow themselves to be caught. The animal spirits are very easily offended,
d ‘ not by animals’ being killed but by disrespect shown to the animals or their
an ‘! remains. Killing must be done prayerfully and in a way that does not cause
ey suffering to the animal; wounded animals must be found and put out of their
ith misery. If displeased, the spirits can bring bad luck in the hunt for that species

or perhaps illness or even death for the hunters. But if humans maintain good
relationships with the animals, they will give themselves freely to the hunters
and keep coming back year after year. It is the natural world that is dominant,
not humans.

There are many stories of indigenous people’s relationships with non-human
creatures. Certain trees tell the healing specialists which herbs to use in curing
the people. Australian aboriginal women are adept at forming hunting partner-

lar ships with dogs. Birds are thought to bring messages from the spirit world. A i
ict. ‘ crow, a wild yak, and a pack of silver wolves revealed the sacred path to Mount ll
ion Kailas in Tibet, revered as the center of the outer world and also of our inner I
first world, the doorway through which other realms can most easily be reached.

n- A Hopi elder said he spent three days and nights praying with a rattlesnake.

dia “Of course he was nervous at first, but when I sang to him he recognized the |
e warmth of my body and calmed down. We made good prayer together.”?

fier

;;' Relationships with power

ed Another common theme in indigenous lifeways is developing an appropriate

lise relationship with spiritual energy.

gen
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ies, [ All animals have power, because the Great Spirit dwells in all of them, even a tiny

hat | ant a butterfly, a tree, a flower, a rock. The modern, white man's way keeps that |

he ( power from us, dilutes it. To come to nature, feel its power, let it help you, one needs

Iree | time and patience for that. ... You have so little time for contemplation. . . . It

} lessens a person’s life, all that grind, that hurrying and scurrying about.

res, ’, Lame Deer, Lakota nation®
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[be In certain places and beings, the power of spirit is believed to be highly concen-

ans. ‘ trated. It is referred to as mana by the people of the Pacific islands. This is the vital :
or ‘ force that makes it possible to act with unusual strength, insight, and effectiveness. |
lien ‘ Tlakaelel, a contemporary spiritual leader of the descendants of the Toltecs of Essence of Cosinic

be f Mexico, describes how a person might experience this power when looking into Man, p. 55
ldns ‘ an obsidian mirror traditionally made to concentrate power: TLAKAELEL

s, |

ihe 1 When you reach the point that you can concentrate with all your will, inside there,
- you reach a point where you feel ecstasy. It's a very beautiful thing, and everything

" is light. Everything is vibrating with very small signals, like waves of music, very

of smooth. Everything shines with a blue light. And you feel a sweetness. Everything ‘
all is covered with the sweetness, and there is peace. It’s a sensation like an orgasm, }
are i but it can last a long time.>'
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At a remote shrine
used by indigenous
people in New Mexico,
a ring of stones protects
the sacred area where
sun-bleached antlers
and offerings have been
placed around two
stones naturally shaped
like mountain lions.

Sacred sites may be recognized by the power that believers feel there. Some
sacred sites have been used again and again by successive religions, either to
capitalize on the energy or to co-opt the preceding religion. Chartres Cathedral
in France, for instance, was built on an ancient ritual site. In New Zealand, the
traditional Maori people know of the revivifying power of running water, such as
waterfalls (now understood by scientists as places of negative ionization, which
do indeed have an energizing effect). The Maori elders have told the public of the
healing power of a certain waterfall on North Island; the area is now dedicated to
anyone who needs healing.

Because power can be built up through sacred practices, the ritual objects of
spiritually developed persons may have concentrated power. Special stones and
animal artifacts may also carry power. A person might be strengthened by the
spiritual energy of the bear or the wolf by wearing sacred clothing made from its
fur. Power can also come to one through visions or by being given a sacred pipe
or the privilege of collecting objects into a personal sacred bundle.

In some cultures women are thought to have a certain natural power; men
have to work harder for it. Women'’s power is considered mysterious, dangerous,
uncontrolled. It is said to be strongest during menstruation. Women are secluded
during their menstrual periods in many cultures, not necessarily because they
are considered polluting. Among the Yurok of northern California, houses have
a separate back room for women who are menstruating so that they can con-
centrate on their inner selves, becoming inwardly stronger and purified by the
flow of blood. In certain rituals in which both men and women participate,
women'’s menstrual blood is often thought to diminish or weaken the ritual or
the men’s spiritual power. In most Native American nations that have sweat
lodge ceremonies for ritual purification, menstruating women are not allowed to
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e enter the lodge. A few cultures, such as the Ainu of Japan, have prized menstrual
b 10 blood as a potent offering returned to the earth.
ral Gaining power is both desirable and dangerous. If misused for personal ends,
he it becomes destructive and may turn against the person. To channel spiritual ;
i as power properly, native people are taught that they must live within certain strict j
hich limits. Those who seek power or receive it unbidden are supposed to continually ’
purify themselves of any selfish motives and dedicate their actions to the good of
o the whole.
of . BT
. Spiritual specialists
he
nits In a few remaining hunting and gathering tribes, religion is a relatively private
jipe matter. Bach individual has direct access to the unseen. Although spirit is
‘ invisible, it is considered a part of the natural world. Anyone can interact with it il
nen spontaneously, without complex ceremony and without anyone else’s aid. \
s, More commonly, however, the world of spirit is thought to be dangerous. I
iled Although everyone is expected to observe certain personal ways of worship, such
hey as offering prayers before taking plant or animal life, many ways of interacting
ave with spirit are thought to be best left to those who are specially trained for the
on- roles. These specialists are gradually initiated into the secret knowledge that
the allows them to act as intermediaries between the seen and the unseen. They
e, sacrifice themselves through ritual purification, struggle, hardship, and protocol
lor in order to remain in proper relationship with the spirits.
fleat
Y | Storytellers and other sacred roles

Specialists” roles vary from one group to another, and the same person may
1 play several of these roles. One common role is that of storyteller. Because the
3 traditions are oral rather than written, these people must memorize long and
complex stories and songs so that the group’s sacred traditions can be remem-
bered and taught, generation after generation. The orally transmitted epics of the
indigenous Ainu of Japan are up to 10,000 “lines” long. Chants of the Yoruba
orisa comprise 256 “volumes” of 800 long verses each.

These Yoruban chants about the orisa include an explanation of the genesis of
the earth, with its center in what is now the Nigerian city of Ife. When time
began, where the earth now exists there was only a vast watery area, with a dim
and misty atmosphere, the domain of Olokun. The other orisa lived in an upper
world of light until Obatala decided to go down to see if some solid land could
be created so that the orisa could inhabit the earth. He had a sacred chain of gold
made for his descent, and carried a shell of sand, a white hen, a palm nut, and a
black cat. He climbed down to the watery world by means of the chain, but it was
too short. Thus he poured the sand downward and then released the hen, who
by scratching in the sand created the contours of the earth. Obatala settled on the
land and planted his palm nut, which flourished and sent its seed far and wide,
developing the plant life of the earth At first he was alone, with only the black
cat as his companion, but as the story continues, many things happen, account-
ing for the features of the earth and its inhabitants as we know them today.
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A storyteller of the
Kung people of
Botswana, Africa,
entertains an audience
while passing on the
oral teachings of the
distant past.

The golden chain is a common mythological symbol of a World Axis connecting
heaven and earth; the palm tree also commonly appears in myths of the World
Tree, giver and protector of the first forms of life on earth.

Such stories are important clues to understanding the universe and one’s place
in it. What is held only in memory cannot be physically destroyed, but if a tribe
is small and all its storytellers die, the knowledge is lost. This happened on a large
scale during contacts with colonial powers, as native people were killed by war
and imported diseases. Professor Wande Abimbola, who is trying to preserve the
oral tradition of the Yoruba, has made thousands of tapes of the chants, but there
are few people who can understand and interpret their meaning.

There are also bards who carry the energy of ancient traditions into new forms.
In Africa, poets are considered “technicians of the sacred,” conversing with a
dangerous world of spirits. Players of the “talking drums” are highly valued as
communicators with the spirits, ancestors, and Supreme Being. As the Akan of
Ghana say: '

The thumb, finger with mouth, wake up and speak!
The thumb armed with sticks for drumming

Is more loquacious and more eloquent

Than a human being sleeping;

Wake up and come!*
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Drumming creates a rhythmic environment in which the people can draw close to
the unseen powers. By counterposing basic and complex cross-rhythmic patterns
with a “return beat,” Yoruba drummers create a tension that draws listeners into
the unfilled spaces between the beats.

“Tricksters” such as foxes often appear in the stories of indigenous traditions.
They are paradoxical, transformative beings. Similarly, sacred clowns may endure
the shame of behaving as fools during public rituals in order to teach the people
through humor. Often they poke fun at the most sacred of rituals, keeping the
people from taking themselves too seriously. A sacred fool, called heyoka by the
Lakota, must be both innocent and very wise about human nature, and must
have a visionary relationship with spirit as well.

| Life is holiness and everyday humdrum, sadness and laughter, the mind and the

belly all mixed together. The Great Spirit doesn't want us to sort them out neatly.
Leonard Crow Dog, Lakota medicine man?®

Another coveted role is that of being a member of a secret society in which one
can participate by initiation or invitation only, whether to enhance one’s prestige
or to draw closer to the spirit world. When serving in ceremonial capacities,
members often wear special costumes to hide their human identities and help
them take on the personas of spirits they are representing. In African religions,
members of secret societies periodically appear as impersonators of animal spirits
or of dead ancestors, demonstrating that the dead are still watching the living
and protecting the village. The all-male Oro secret society in some Yoruba tribes
uses this authority to enforce male domination; when Oro appears, “roaring” by
swinging a piece of wood on a cord, women stay inside their huts.

Women also have their secret societies, whose activities are yet little known by
outsiders. Among aboriginal peoples of Australia, the men’s and women’s groups
initiate members into separate but interrelated roles for males and females. For
instance, when boys are separated from the tribe for circumcision by the men’s secret
society, the women’s secret society has its own separation rituals and may stage
mock ritual fights with the men’s society. But men’s and women’s rituals ultimately
refer to the eternal Dream Time, in which there is no male/female differentiation.

Sacred dancers likewise make the unseen powers visible. Body movements
are a language in themselves expressing the nature of the cosmos, a language
that is understood through the stories and experiences of the community. Such
actions keep the world of the ancestors alive for succeeding generations.

In some socially stratified societies there are also priests and priestesses.
These are specially trained and dedicated people who carry out the rituals that
ensure proper functioning of the natural world, and perhaps also communicate
with particular spirits or deities. Though West African priests or priestesses may
have part-time earthly occupations, they are expected to stay in a state of ritual
purity and spend much of their time in communication with the spirit being,
paying homage and asking for guidance. In West Africa, there are also mediums
associated with the temples; they enter a state of trance or allow themselves to
be possessed by gods or spirits in order to bring messages to the people.

Talking Drum, p. 44
GEORGES
NIANGORAN-BOUAH
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The Great Vision,
p.- 51
BLACK ELK

Black Elk, Oglala Sioux
visionary and healer.

Mystical intermediaries

There is another distinctive type of spiritual specialist found among many indige-
nous peoples. They are called by many names, but the Siberian and Saami word
“shaman” is used by scholars as a generic term for those who offer themselves
as mystical intermediaries between the physical and the non-physical world
for specific purposes, such as healing. Archaeological research has confirmed that
shamanic methods are extremely ancient—at least 20,000 to 30,000 years old.
Shamanic ways are remarkably similar around the globe.

These mystical intermediaries may be helpers to society, using their skills to
benefit others. They are not to be confused with sorcerers, who practice black
magic to harm others or promote their own selfish ends, interfering with the
cosmic order. Spiritual power is neutral; its use depends on the practitioner. What
Native Americans call “medicine power” does not originate in the medicine
person. Black Elk explained:

Of course it was not I who cured. It was the power from the outer world, and

the visions and ceremonies had only made me like a hole through which the power
could come to the two-leggeds. If I thought that I was doing it myself. the hole
would close up and no power could come through.*

There are many kinds of medicine. One is the ability to heal physical, psycho-
logical, and spiritual problems. Techniques used include physical approaches
to illness, such as therapeutic herbs, sweatbathing, massage, cauterization, and
sucking out of toxins. But the treatments are given to the whole person—body,
mind, and spirit, with emphasis on healing relationships within the group—so
there may also be divination, prayer, chanting, and ceremonies in which group
power is built up and spirit helpers are called in. If an intrusion of harmful power,
such as the angry energy of another person, seems to be causing the problem, the
medicine person may attempt to suck it out with the aid of spirit helpers and
then dry vomit the invisible intrusion into a receptacle.

These healing methods are now beginning to earn respect from the scientific
medical establishment. Medicine people are permitted to attend indigenous
patients in some hospitals, and in the United States, the National Institute of
Mental Health has paid Navajo medicine men to teach young Indians the cere-
monies that have often been more effective in curing the mental health problems
of Navajos than has Western psychiatry.

In addition to healing, certain mystical intermediaries are thought to have
gifts such as being able to talk with plants and animals, control the weather, see
and communicate with the spirit world, and prophesy. A gift highly developed in
Africa is that of divination, using techniques such as reading patterns supposed
to be revealed by a casting of cowrie shells. According to Madd Somé of the
Dagara:

Divination is a way of accessing information that is happening now, but not right
where you live. . . . The cowrie shells work like an intermediary between us and
the other world. Divination is actually the inscription of information on those
physical things, allowing the shaman—whose eyes have been modified through the
course of her various medicine Journeys—to be able to read and interpret them.”
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Mystical intermediaries are contemplatives, Lame Deer explains:

The wicasa wakan [holy man] wants to be by himself. He wants to be away from
the crowd, from everyday matters. He likes to meditate, leaning against a tree or |
rock, feeling the earth move beneath him, feeling the weight of that big flaming sky
upon him. That way he can figure things out. Closing his eyes, he sees many things
clearly. What you see with your eyes shut is what counts. . . . He listens to the voices il
of the wama kaskan—all those who move upon the earth, the animals. He is as |
one with them. From all living beings something flows into him all the time, and I
something flows from him.? ?

The role of shaman may be hereditary or it may be recognized as a special gift.
Either way, training is rigorous. In order to work in a mystical state of ecstasy,
moving between ordinary and non-ordinary realities, shamans must experience
physical death and rebirth. Some have spontaneous near-death experiences.
Uvavnuk, an Inuit shaman, was spiritually initiated when she was struck by a
lightning ball. After she revived, she had great power, which she dedicated to
serving her people. ;

Other potential mystical intermediaries undergo rituals of purification, isola- ‘
tion, and bodily torment until they make contact with the spirit world. Igjugarjuk il
from northern Hudson Bay chose to suffer from cold, starvation, and thirst for i
a month in a tiny snow hut in order to draw the attention of Pinga, a helping ;
female spirit:

Traditional diviners i
of Mali rake sand i
My novitiate took place in the middle of the coldest winter, and I, who never got and leave it overnight.
anything to warm me, and must not move, was very cold, and it was so tiring The tracks of animals
. . . . . . ) . . which run over it are
having to sit without daring to lie down, that sometimes it was as if I died a little. interpreted the next
Only towards the end of the thirty days did a helping spirit come to me, a lovely day for information
and beautiful helping spirit, whom I had never thought of: it was a white woman; the client seeks.
she came to me whilst I had collapsed, exhausted, and was
sleeping. But still I saw her lifelike, hovering over me, and from
that day I could not close my eyes or dream without seeing her.
... She came to me from Pinga and was a sign that Pinga had
now noticed me and would give me powers that would make me
a shaman.”

For many mystical intermediaries, initiation into the role is
not a matter of their own choice. The spirit enters whom it
will. Tsering, an aged Nepali dhami (shaman), relates:

We never wanted to become dhamis. In fact, we tried hard to get
the gods to leave us. We pleaded, performed worship ceremonies,
even carried manure around with us to offend them, but nothing
seemed to work. When calamities began to hit my family—when
my brother died falling off the roof and our best horse drowned
in the river—I realized I had no choice and had to make the
initiatory journey to Kailas.?

p Once there, the new dhamis had to plunge naked with
i unbound hair into the freezing Lake Mansarovar in order to
p: commune with the spirits. Then, on returning to their village,




An Interview with Nadezhda Ananyevna Stepanova

One of the remaining traditional
shamans of Buryatia, Nadezhda
# Ananyevna Stepanova comes

{& from a family of very powerful
shamans. Her mother tried to

o ¥ prevent her from becoming a
shaman. Buddhist lamas had spread the impression
that shamans were to be avoided, saying that they
were ignorant, primitive servants of dark, lower
spirits. The reputation of shamans has also been
recently damaged by pseudo-shamans—some of
whom have certain extrasensory powers and others
of whom are simply cheats. But when a shaman
receives a true spiritual call, to deny that pull is
dangerous. Nadezhda explains:

“As a child I knew when I would fall ill, and I
could repeat by heart anything the teacher said or
anything I read in a book, but I thought that was
normal. When I was twenty-six, I was told I would
be a shaman, a great shaman. When I told Mother,
she said, ‘No, you won’t.” She took a bottle, went to
her native town, and then came back. ‘Everything
will be taken away; you won'’t become a shaman,’
she said. I didn’t understand. The year I was said to
become a shaman, I became seriously ill, and Mother
was paralyzed. Usually paralyzed people have high
blood pressure, but hers was normal. The doctors
were surprised, but I understood then: We were
both badly ill because she went against the gods.

“Nobody could heal me. Then one seer said,
“You must cure.’ I replied, ‘I don’t know anything
about curing.” But a voice inside me said, ‘If you
don’t become a shaman, you will die. You will be
overrun by a lorry with a blue number.’ T began
to collect materials about medicine, about old rites.
Then I could do a lot, for all we need is seeing
and feeling. I was initiated by the men shamans
of all the families, each praying to his god in a
definite direction, for every god has his direction.

I sat in the middle. Every shaman asked his gods

to help me, to protect me, to give me power.

The ritual was in early March. It was very frosty
and windy, and I was only lightly dressed, but I
wasn’t cold at all. The wind didn’t touch me. I sat
motionless for about four hours, but I was not cold.

“I began to cure. It is very difficult. You go
through pain, through the tears of children and
adults. I am able to see whether I will be able to

cure a specific person. The main thing to me is to
help a person if I can. I pray to my gods, ask them
for mercy, I ask them to pay attention, to help.

I feel the pain of those who come to me, and I
want to relieve it. I have yodo—bark from a fir tree
scratched by a bear; its smoke purifies. I perform
rituals of bringing back the soul; often they work.
My ancestors are very close to me; I see them as
well as I see you.

“Last year in the island Olkhon in Lake Baikal,
there was a great gathering of shamans from
Tchita, Irkutsk, Ulan-Ude, Yakutiya, and Buryatia
to pray to the great spirits of Baikal about the
well-being and prosperity of the Buryat land.

For a long time these spirits were not turned to.
They were forgotten by the people, and they fell
asleep. They could not take an active part in the
life of people; they could not help them any
more. Teylagan, the prayer of the shamans for the
whole Buryatia, was to awaken the great spirits.

“It was a clear, clear sunny day, without a cloud.
When the prayer began, it started to rain. It was
a very good sign. There had been a long drought
before. The Olkhon shamans had tried to call rain,
but they couldn’t. But when everyone gathered
and three sheep were sacrificed, then they could,
and the shamans of that district were grateful.

“We had always prayed to thirteen northern
nainkhats, the great spirits of this area. But when
the Buddhists came, persecution began, and people
prayed secretly, only for their families. They could
not pray for the whole Buryat nation, and they did
not. They forgot. Shamans were killed. Then the
atheistic Soviet regime tried to make us forget the
faith, and we forgot. The most terrible thing about
them was that they wanted to make people forget
everything, to live by the moment and forget their
roots. And what is man without roots? Nothing.

It is a loss of everything. That is why now nobody
has compassion for anybody. Now we are reaping
the fruit: robbery, drinking, drugs. THis is our
disaster. That is why we must pray to our own gods.

“When we had the teylagan, on the first day
three blue pillars rose from earth to the sky—it was
aprayer to Ehon-Bahve, the head spirit of Baikal,
and to all three gods. The second day we prayed to
the bird-god, and there were very many birds flying
and a rainbow in the sky.”?
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the deities who had possessed them insisted that they prove their spiritual
connection by terrible feats, such as drinking boiling oil. Thereafter, those dhamis
were respected as authorities.

In addition to becoming familiar with death, a potential mystical intermediary
must undergo lengthy training in spiritual techniques, the names and roles of
the spirits, and secrets and myths of the tribe. Novices are taught both by older
shamans and reportedly by the spirits themselves. If the spirits do not accept and
teach the shaman, he or she is unable to carry the role.

The helping spirits that contact would-be mystical intermediaries during the
death-and-rebirth crisis become essential partners in their sacred work. Often
it is a spirit animal who becomes the shaman’s guardian spirit, giving him or her
special powers. The shaman may even take on the persona of the animal while
working. Many tribes feel that healing specialists need the powers of the bear;
Lapp shamans metamorphosed into wolves, reindeer, bears, or fish.

Mystical intermediaries may have the ability to enter parallel, spiritual
realities at will in order to bring back knowledge, power, or help for those who
need it. An altered state of consciousness is needed. Techniques for entering
this state are the same around the world: drumming, rattling, singing, dancing,
and in some cases hallucinogenic drugs. The effect of these influences is to open
what the Huichol shamans of Mexico call the narieka—the doorway of the heart,
the channel for divine power, the point where human
and spirit worlds meet. It is often experienced and
represented artistically as a pattern of concentric circles.

The “journey” then experienced by mystical inter-
mediaries is typically into the Upperworld or the Lower-
world. To enter the latter, they descend mentally through
an actual hole in the ground, such as a spring, hollow
tree, cave, animal burrow, or special ceremonial hole
regarded as a navel of the earth. These entrances typically
lead into tunnels that, if followed, open into bright
landscapes. Reports of such experiences include not
only what the journeyer saw but also realistic physical
sensations, such as how the walls of the tunnel felt
during the descent.

The shaman enters into the Lowerworld landscape,
encounters beings there, and may bring something back
if it is needed by the client. This may be a lost guardian
spirit or a lost soul, brought back to revive a person in
a coma. The mystical intermediary may be temporarily
possessed by the spirit of departed relatives so that an
afflicted patient may finally clear up unresolved tensions
with them that are seen as causing illness. Often a river
must be crossed as the boundary between the world of
the living and the world of the dead. A kindly old man
Oor woman may appear to assist this passage through
the Underworld. In cultures that have subdued the
indigenous ways, this mystical process is retained only
in myths, such as the Orpheus story.
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A shaman in Senegal
invokes the power of a
spirit and then, as its
vehicle, sprays energized
water onto a girl who
needs healing.




